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Chapter 4: Frizzy Hair 


"Hey, Yoshida...was it good?" 

We'd just finished, and Kanda-sempai, a faint smile on her face as 
always, asked that through barely suppressed, ragged breath. 

"Incredible." 

I nodded, earning a wry smile from Kanda-sempai. 

"Liar." 

"Absolutely not." 

"If it'd felt that good, you would've come sooner, no?" 

I met her words with a grumble and shook my head side to side. 

"That's got nothing to do with it." 

I pulled back my hips, separating myself from her. A small moan 
escaped her lips with the motion. 

"I told you that you didn't need a condom," Kanda-sempai said, casting a 
sidelong glance at the rubber I was trying to take off. 

"That'd make you come faster, I bet." 

"No way. What if I knocked you up?" 

"I told you I'm on the pill. It's fine." 

She'd told me before that her periods were "heavy"—She claimed that 
she took the pill to regulate those conditions, but that didn't quite click with 


me. 


There have been cases of people getting pregnant, even on the pill. I 
used my father's work computer while he was out to look it up. 

"It just means you don't love me, right?" 

"It's because I love you that I won't do it." 

Kanda-sempai sat up, her torso exposed, and scratched her head of 
tousled hair. 

"I just don't get it. If you really loved me, you'd at least come inside 

me." 

If I were to put it into words, I couldn't get the way she saw things. I 
gave a faint smile and shook my head once more. 

"If 1 come in you, it's because I wanna have a kid with you. I don't want 
to think that far ahead yet." 

My words caused her eyebrows to jump momentarily, before she spoke 
in an exasperated tone belying an obvious shared conclusion. 

"Aaand, I told you, I can't get pregnant when I'm on the pill." 

"If we're not going to start a family, what's the point of coming inside 
you?" 

Kanda-sempai murmured in obvious irritation at my question, but 
covered it up with an awkward smile. 

"T just think it'd feel better for you without a condom." 

"It doesn't matter that much how good it feels. I'm happy enough that I 
can do it with you, sempai." 


I spoke from a place of pure honesty. 


I'd never say it, but honestly, although sex with Kanda-sempai satisfied 
me emotionally, if I were only thinking with my lower half, taking care of 
myself would be overwhelmingly better. What I wanted from sex with her 
was the glory of having her all to myself in a private place and seeing her at 
her most lascivious. 

Kanda-sempai offered a smile to my words for now, but I could tell 
from looking at her that she didn't accept my logic. 

"Yoshida, are you really in love with me?" 

"Yes, I love you." 

"Then do me without a condom next time, okay?" 

I had no idea why she was so taken with the idea of condom-less sex. 
As if reading my feelings from my expression, she laughed teasingly before 
continuing. 

"I wanna see how fast you come without a condom on." 

"I won't do it without a condom." 

Kanda-sempai sighed and cocked her head at my assertion. 

"Why?" 

"Why?' That's my line. 

I'd already explained it to her over and over just a bit ago, why couldn't 
she understand? I decided to try putting it another way. 

"It's just, I will—someday." 

I murmured those words to her, and she cocked her head in the opposite 
direction this time. 


"Someday, when's that?" 


I wasn't ready to answer that question immediately. 

The tip of my nose began to feel itchy. 

I scratched it with my index finger. 

"When...I can properly support you." 

My gaze dropped to the bed, and I spoke the answer softly. It was far 
too embarrassing, and my face felt burning-hot from blushing. 

Kanda-sempai didn't say anything, so I raised my gaze to meet hers, only 
to be greeted by a look I've never seen before. 

Whether surprised or frightened, I couldn't rightly tell. Kanda-sempai's 
face wore an expression as if she had just encountered some unknown 
lifeform. The instant her eyes met mine, she hurriedly put on a smile. 
However, the smile looked a little stiff. 

"You're so serious, Yoshida." 

She spoke in a calm, gentle rhythm, as if simply declaring how blue the 
sky was. 

"It's pretty cute, though." 

Kanda-sempai tagged on the compliment, followed by a smirk. 

"T'm serious?" 

"Yeah, not that I think that's bad. I think it's an amazing part of you. 
But..." 

She paused as if choosing her words, and her eyes wandered around the 
bedsheet beneath us. 

"I wish you'd take things a little easier. That's what our dating is now, 


having fun and relaxing." 


"But I want to take things seriously when I'm dating." 

Kanda-sempai snickered at my rebuttal, then reached out a hand to my 
head to rustle my hair. 

"T'm glad." 

She continued to play with my disheveled hair, then added a curt, 
"Still..." 

I looked up to meet Sempai's gaze. 

The next moment, my heart jumped suddenly. 

The look in her eyes was one akin to a parent admonishing their child. It 


wasn't anything like the way a woman looks at her boyfriend. 


"That's not what I want from a relationship." 


I'd never forgotten the expression on her face when she whispered those 


words to me. 


One look and I knew it was her. 

I didn't know how many years it'd been unless I stopped to count them 
out, but still. 

Her eyes sharp like a fox's, and her nose so perfect it looked 
manufactured; and in contrast to those mature features, her cute, petite mouth. 
Just below them sat a mole, grounding that impossible beauty in a strange 
sense of realism. 


And then her most prominent feature—her stark black, tousled hair. 


Nothing about her had changed. 

It was my Kanda-sempai. 

The woman I loved in high school—my senior. 

My attention was gone for the morning announcement. 

And she remembered me, too. The vision of her slightly raising her hand 
to me and giving me a smile played over and over in my mind. 

The morning announcements which always seemed to finish in an instant 
felt interminably long today of all days. And when they finally finished, it 
strangely seemed as if I'd exerted some stamina just participating in it. 

I took a deep breath and fell heavily into my seat when Hashimoto, who 
sat next to me, poked my shoulder. 

"What gives Yoshida, you know that hottie?" 

"I already said, she's my senior from high school." 

"Huh... Just your senior?" 

"What're you getting at?" 

A cruel smile came to Hashimoto's face at my return question. 

"Awww, Yoshida, you probably haven't realized it, but you were 
behaving a bit suspiciously." 

"Huh?" 

"You two aren't just senior and junior, are you? You looked like a high- 
schooler whose crush called you out by name." 

"Uh, I... That's not..." 

I tripped over my words. This was practically an affirmation, and I 


couldn't help but have no good retort. 


"Could she have been your first love?" 

"I dunno if I'd call it 'first love’ or anything..." 

Well, thinking back, I guess it was first love. I had no recollection at all 
of any romantic feelings before high school. I'd only ever spent my time 
playing with friends when I was little, and I wasn't that aware of romantic 
things until I became a high-schooler and heard more and more about the love 
affairs of my classmates. 

"Well...we did date. In high school." 

Drawing the topic out much more would make it painful to talk about, 
and knowing he wouldn't stop asking, I offered a calm confession. 

Hashimoto's eyes went wide at my remark. 

".,.Whoa, really?" 

"Why would I bother lying about something like this?" 

"I mean...I thought it was you being into her at best, but you actually got 
to be with a hottie like that..." 

"That's a little rude, dontcha think?" 

Hashimoto giving voice to how strange he thought it was for me to have 
dated someone so beautiful irked me for a moment, but in truth, even I hardly 
felt like it could have been a reality. 

"Was it a bad breakup?" 

"Nah, we just naturally split." 

"Ah... That happens with high-schoolers." 

"And she graduated before me." 


"Oh yeeeaaah?" 


"What're you smirking about...? Hey, enough about my past. What about 
that thing I asked you to do?" 

It was enough trouble digging into things this far, and our shifts had 
already started, so I reverted the topic to work. 

Hashimoto's brow knitted as if he didn't think the conversation was 
over, but instead shrugged his shoulders and pointed a finger to his computer 
monitor. 

"No need to ask, the message is ready to send." 

"Thanks much. Throw me in the Bcc just in case." 

"I got it, I got it. I always do anyway, no need to remind me. You're 
trying way too hard to change the topic..." 

"Shut it, you're already sticking your nose into it more than you need to." 

I cut off the conversation and turned to my computer screen—working on 
checking my email, booting software, and all the other shift-start routines did 
nothing to get Kanda-sempai out of my head, however. 

She was working in another branch at the same company and just 
happened to be transferred here. It almost seemed unreal, putting it into 
words like that. 

I happened to sense a pair of eyes on me and looked up to meet 
Mishima's. Her sullen expression was fixed on me for a few seconds before 
her eyes dropped to her own monitor. Then, I felt somebody else staring at 
me from a different direction, and when I looked around, I caught a glimpse 


of Ms. Goto swiftly averting her gaze. 


.... must've been pretty conspicuous just before. Though we were past 
acquaintances, I didn't need to raise my voice like that; 1t was an unnatural 
reaction, and it would only be natural for my coworkers, who were so close 
to me, to become suspicious. 

That being said, if I could control myself simply by judging whether or 
not it was necessary, there would be no trouble. It was a matter of being 
surprised by meeting someone I hadn't thought about in a long time in the 
most unexpected of places. 

I looked in the direction of Section Manager Odagiri and saw Kanda- 
sempai standing beside him, receiving some form of instruction. He seemed 
to tell a joke because she snickered. Her shoulders drew in and shook 
slightly with the laughter; even that hadn't changed from our high school 
years. 

Kanda-sempai was really here. 

While idly watching the conversation between the section manager and 
Kanda-sempai, her eyeline suddenly shifted. She was now looking straight 
into my eyes. I missed the chance to turn away, and for some seconds we held 
our stare before her eyes narrowed and she gave a stilted half-smile. She 
then slightly lifted a hand out of Section Manager Odagiri's sight and pointed 
toward the hallway. 

The gesture was one clearly suggesting that we talk outside. I gave a 
small nod and rose from my seat. 

"I'm gonna go to the restroom." 


"Sure, the restroom." 


I gave a small glare to Hashimoto's plainly loaded tone, and he simply 
shrugged and added another affectation. 


"Take your time." 


I left the branch office area and waited in the hallway, where Kanda- 
sempai joined me after a small wait. She found me leaning against the wall in 
the hallway and darted over to my side. 

"Wow, what a surprise. I can't believe I ran into you again here, 
Yoshida." 

"That's my line... Kanda-sempai, you became a programmer?" 

"TI actually wanted to be a system engineer. I was doing programming for 
the experience, but I was good at it, so it became my job. You're a 
programmer, Yoshida?" 

"Nah...I'm kinda doing both of those jobs now. My main role is 
planning, but there are times when I'm stuck only doing one or the other." 

"Oh, that sounds pretty rough." 

Kanda-sempai gave an exaggerated nod and kept an earnest gaze on my 
face. 

"Wh-what...?" 

"Nooothing." 

Kanda-sempai exhaled through her nose and cocked her head. 

"You're a little different now, Yoshida." 

"Of course I am. It's been years now... Actually, I'm surprised at how 


little you've changed." 


"Huh, really? I think I've changed too." 

"No, really, you seem exactly the same. I knew who you were the 
moment I saw you." 

Sempai stood in stunned silence for a moment before her laughter filled 
the hallway like the ring of a chime. 

"I guess that part of you hasn't changed." 

"Uh, what part—?" 

"Actually, there is one part of me that I know for sure has changed, can 
you tell?" 

She interrupted my question with her own and smiled teasingly. 

I stared intently at her face with her claim, but saw absolutely nothing 
different. My eyes automatically drifted down to the mole beneath her mouth. 

"No, I don't see anything in particular..." 

"Hee-hee!" 

Her eyes narrowed again with a single corner of her mouth turned up in 
a half-smirk. Then, as if she were a child boasting to someone about her new 
treasure, she proudly thrusted out her chest. 

"I'm one cup size bigger now." 

"Huh?" 

"These... My chest." 

"Oh..." 

My response came out in a strange whimper, and my eyes reflexively 


dropped to her chest. Even in a work suit, I could tell her bust was more 


ample than the average woman. Back in high school, it was something that 
brought me no small amount of pleasure... 

On the cusp of recalling Kanda sempai's naked form, I shook my head to 
escape the thought. 

"I don't remember how big you used to be." 

"Whah! So mean! You'd stare and play with them all the time!" 

"Whoa-whoa, do you want someone to hear?!" 

"C'mon, it's fine. Oh, if we're supposed to be a secret, I won't tell 
anyone." 

"No, that's no problem for me..." 

I ended my sentence abruptly and cocked my head. It occurred to me that 
the woman in this situation would typically be the one to hide these kinds of 
conversations, but it seemed that wasn't the case here. 

"I just figured you wouldn't want people knowing you dated a downer 
like me." 

I spoke plainly, to be met with Kanda-sempai's eyebrows raised in 
surprise, before a wry smile followed. 

"...That sounds like the same you as ever." 

"Huh?" 

"Let's get back to work. If I run into any problems, I'll be sure to ask you 
for help." 

"Uh, sure. Anytime." 

Kanda-sempai gave a slight wave, then set off ahead back to the office. 


I watched as she left, slumping against the wall as all my strength left 
me. 

".,.What a day." 

A sigh escaped my lips. 

Suddenly reuniting with somebody I thought I'd never see again and 
having a conversation—putting it into words, there was nothing more to it 
than that, but it was enough to completely drain me. I didn't feel this nervous 
even when consulting with clients about the ins and outs of a project request. 

". I'll take a leak and head back." 

Though it was a front, I did say I was going to the bathroom, and I'd be 
stuck explaining myself if I went again so soon after this first time. 

And so, I made my plodding way to the restroom. 

And yet... 

Kanda-sempai's words from a moment ago still rang in my thoughts. 

... That sounds like the same you as ever. 

Her expression when she spoke matched a recollection from our past. 

I remembered it as the one she gave whenever she felt disgusted or 
resigned. I'd seen that expression from her many times, countless times, while 
we were in high school. I recalled the pain in my heart from feeling like I'd 
made some new mistake whenever I saw her give me that face. 

"I guess that part of you never changed either, huh..." 

I muttered to myself silently as I opened the door to the restroom at the 


end of the hall. 


The women I loved never were the ones who told me in words the most 


important things. 


Chapter 5: Chinese Noodles 


As soon as it was an acceptable time to take my lunch break, I got up 
from my seat. 

"I'm off to break." 

When I locked my computer screen, stood up, and announced my break, 
my coworkers sitting nearby all replied "Enjoy" without looking away from 
their monitors. 

Normally... 

Normally, I'd turn toward Yoshida-sempai's desk now and invite him to 
lunch with me. But not today. 

I briskly walked to Ms. Goto's desk. 

As I neared her, her eyes lifted from the monitor to see me before I 
needed to call out to her. 

"Oh, Ms. Mishima?" 

Her neck cocked in a gesture clearly asking, "What's up?" as if the 
question were necessary. 

She should know exactly what's up with how strange Yoshida-sempai 
was this morning. There was no way she wasn't concerned about it. 

"Ms. Goto... How about lunch?" 

She glanced at her computer monitor, then quickly nodded to my 
straight-faced proposal. 


"Let me send this email really quick, do you wanna go ahead to the 
cafeteria?" 

"Sure thing. I'll save you a seat." 

"Thanks." 

Ms. Goto flashed a smile, then returned to looking at her monitor. I 
watched her begin typing out of the corner of my eye as I set off for the 
cafeteria. 

As soon as I arrived, I checked to make sure of Yoshida-sempai's 
location. He seemed to have left for a break while Ms. Goto and I were 
talking, and he was now already at a table with Hashimoto-sempai, chatting 
and eating. 

I kept them in the corner of my eye as I stood before the meal ticket 
machine. Normally I would order the grilled salmon set, but I didn't really 
feel like that today. That being said, I couldn't really say what I felt like 
eating today, and so I stared blankly at the menu buttons. 

People began lining up behind me, so I was unable to take my time. I 
puzzled over udon or soba noodles, or something that came out faster, when 
one button happened to catch my eyes. 

Drawn to the button, I pushed it, took the dispensed ticket, then handed it 
over to the lunch lady. 

"Oh, not grilled salmon today?" 

"I'm not really feeling it." 

"That happens sometimes... One Chinese noodle bowl. Here's your 


number." 


With a slight sense of amusement at being known as the "grilled salmon 
set gal," I took the number from the lady and headed for the table aisles. 

I took a seat at a table a fair distance apart from Yoshida-sempai's. 
There was no chance for him to overhear us sitting so far away. The moment 
I took a seat, I spotted Ms. Goto coming into the cafeteria. At that same 
moment, my number was called at the counter, so I hustled over, took the tray 
of Chinese noodle bowl, and walked over to meet Ms. Goto. 

"I brought food with me today." 

She lifted a convenience store bag with her statement, its sole contents 
being a salad. 

"I've always wondered." 

I pointed at Ms. Goto's bag while we took our seats. 

"Is that enough?" 

Her eyes widened at my question, then she laughed in amusement. 

"Hee-hee, like senior and junior, I guess." 

"Huh?" 

"Do you think it's enough?" 

Ms. Goto cocked her head with the question. I've always hated her way 
of answering questions with questions. 

"No, I don't, that's why I'm asking." 

"Hee-hee-hee, I see." 

Ms. Goto rustled around in the bag and pulled out her salad, then tore 
open the dressing packet. She drizzled it with a slightly sullen face. 


"Well, I tend to eat a lot for dinner instead." 


"eel see." 

So that must mean it wasn't enough. I never understood why she felt the 
need to twist and turn her answers instead of just speaking simply, but seeing 
no need to dig into it, I simply acknowledged her. 

"So?" 

Her head cocked once more while she snapped her attached wooden 
chopsticks. 

"You had something you wanted to talk about?" 

".,.Well yeah, you should know what, though." 

"Hee-hee!" 

She laughed out of her nose, then took a bite of salad. While she 
chewed, she cocked her head for a third time. She seemed to really want me 
to say it plainly. 

"You know, about Yoshida-sempai. Or, maybe I should say...about Ms. 
Kanda and him." 

"You mean Kanda Ao." 

As I finished speaking, she gulped down her mouthful, then nodded her 
head. 

"I was surprised." 

"Did you know?" 

"Know what?" 

"About her acquaintance with Yoshida-sempai." 

I thought back to Ms. Goto's reactive expression during morning 


announcements as I clarified my question, and quickly realized there was no 


need to ask. 

"Nope, I had no idea." 

Just as expected, she lowered her gaze and shook her head. 

"I didn't have to do much with Ms. Kanda's transfer in the first place. I 
just went over the papers after 1t was already settled." 

"Oh, I see." 

I realized that I'd forgotten to eat while we were talking, and I slurped 
down some of the Chinese noodles. They weren't very firm to begin with, but 
the time left untouched let them get a bit soggier. 

But all of this was really unexpected. It was a hard enough time trying to 
draw Yoshida-sempai's attention away from Ms. Goto toward me, whom he'd 
fallen for, but there was also the sudden appearance of a runaway high school 
girl, and right on the back of that, a senior from his high school past. 

Not to mention the strange look in his eyes when he saw Ms. Kanda; it 
was a look that seemed almost like "love," more so than whenever I'd catch 
him looking at Ms. Goto. 

"Hee-hee!" 

A laugh suddenly escaped Ms. Goto's lips, and my attention was 
instantly pulled back to her. 

"What is it?" 

"You have a really grim look on your face." 

"T did?" 

"You did." 


Ms. Goto's shoulders bobbed while she snickered in amusement, and 
her eyes narrowed slightly with a glance in my direction. 

"You're worried she's gonna steal Yoshida's heart?" 

When she spoke, | felt an all-too-apparent jolt of irritation; I was unsure 
whether that was because of her attitude or because I didn't know the reason 
behind her easy demeanor. 

"You're not worried at all about it, Ms. Goto?" 

The question left me before I took a moment to consider it; asking this 
woman any kind of indirect questions never proved useful. 

Ms. Goto's eyes did go wide in some small surprise to my words, but 
she soon wore her usual smile and tilted her head. She remained speechless, 
letting the question hang as she took another bite of salad. I took another 
mouthful of Chinese noodles as well. They were even soggier than before. 

She chewed, then let out a puff from her nose. 

"But..." 

She started to talk with her eyes turned away from me. 

"Yoshida did react a bit strange. I've never seen him act with that much 
interest towards a woman before." 

Naturally, my question was left unanswered. 

I let out a small sigh and nodded my head. 

"It was. That...was my first time seeing it in a while." 

"Tn a while'?" 

Ms. Goto keenly picked up on my use of the words, "in a while." These 


kinds of moments were the only ones she was quick to react to. 


".. Just talking to myself." 

"Oh yeah?" 

"Yeah." 

I knew Yoshida-Sempai would occasionally have that same look in his 
eyes when he looked at Ms. Goto, at least before Sayu showed up. However, 
telling that to Ms. Goto would be incredibly irritating. 

I forced the conversation to an end and fixed Ms. Goto with a stare. 


"So, what do we do? Just leave those two to do as they please?" 





"It's not as if either of us is dating Yoshida. All we can do is let him act 
as he pleases." 

"If you act like that, then Ms. Kanda really will end up stealing him 
away, don't you think?" 

"Mim-hmph-hmph!" 

My brow furrowed at Ms. Goto's unexpected laughter. 

"What is it?" 

"Nothing!" 

She fell silent for a time, then locked eyes with me. 

"What happens, happens. Right?" 

"Uh..." 

I had no words to respond to that. In the midst of all her aimless 
misdirecting questions, she suddenly spoke something that felt like a bit of 
her honest feeling. It reverberated vibrantly within my mind, like taking a 
sudden punch directly to the face. 

"We can pry at a person's feelings all we like, but we can't control 
them." 

"But that's..." 

"You can interfere, shape things to some unnatural end, and get the 
results you want, but..." 

She poked her chopsticks into her salad, where she kept her eyes 
focused. I waited with bated breath for her to continue speaking, as if her 
words were hands causing the tight gripping sensation in my heart now. 


"How long will that result last, I wonder?" 


"Th-that's—" 

I barely managed to speak past my constricted voice to ask Ms. Goto the 
next question. 

"So what, it doesn't matter what we do, no matter how hard we try?" 

She lowered her gaze and shook her head in response. 

"I didn't say it doesn't matter. But..." 

Her eyes remained cast downward while she continued. 

"We can twist things from how they are supposed to be, but they always 
go back to normal in time." 

The one thing I knew for certain was that she was speaking from her 
heart on this matter. 

Ms. Goto's true feelings—which were always impossible to read— 
being laid bare so plainly with our conversation took me completely by 
surprise. My heart was the first part of me that had shaken. 

And yet... 

The next feeling that arose within me was discomfort. 

"What're you talking about...?" 

I spoke before realizing my words. 

Ms. Goto lifted her eyes to look at me. 

"All that means is that you're scared." 

She said nothing in reply. Little by little, I started to understand her. 

"That's just you thinking that even though you work so hard to get 
something, you'll lose it someday, so it's best to wait and let things be the 


way they are instead." 


With those words, I saw Ms. Goto's eyebrows perk up for the first time. 

I was not sure myself what I was so angry at—was it at this woman, 
who loved Yoshida-sempai yet didn't act on it, or at myself for feeling like I 
was losing to a woman like that? 

Either way, I was enraged. The words wouldn't stop coming from me. 

"I'm more scared about losing the things that I could've gotten if I'd done 
something. What is the 'way things are supposed to be’? Who decides what 
that's supposed to be, huh?" 

"Ms. Mishima." 

"You have so many things that other people wish they had, and yet you 
stand there and just take it all in, waiting for someone to come and pick you 
with that relaxed smile on your face. How far up your own ass are you? Is 
that the 'way things are supposed to be'?!" 

"Ms. Mishima!" 

Ms. Goto's voice rose higher than usual, startling me. 

The cafeteria was absolutely silent. I only turned my eyes to look 
around, and all of the gathered staff were casting unpleasant looks in my 
direction—even Yoshida-sempai and Hashimoto-sempai were staring at us 
from their far-away table. 

"...You're a little loud." 

Ms. Goto's shoulders were curled in on herself, clearly somewhat 
embarrassed. 

I cleared my throat and lowered my head slightly. 


",..'m sorry." 


I could feel that my face had turned bright red. I'd acted completely out 
of character, indulging in my feelings like that. 

Ms. Goto gave a wry smile and shook her head. 

"There's nothing to apologize for. I never thought you were the 
emotional type." 

"No, I'm sorry, really..." 

"Hee-hee!" 

Ms. Goto set down her chopsticks, then stretched while breathing out. 

"Well, for now I guess all we can do is wait and see what happens with 
Ms. Kanda." 

"Wait and see...?" 

"Yeah, wait and see." 

She nodded and raised an index finger. 

"All we can do is wait until we know for sure what kind of relationship 
she had with Yoshida, and what they have in mind, before we decide what 
action to take, right?" 

"Y-yeah, I suppose so..." 

"So it's good to wait and see until we know, don't you agree? And if she 
warrants any kind of suspicion, then we can get in their way." 

Ms. Goto put on a teasing smile, then took up her chopsticks again and 
pinched a bite of salad between them, stuffing it into her mouth. Watching her 
do so brought back a sense that something was off, one that I put into words. 

"You really do act like it's got nothing to do with you." 


"Because it's got nothing to do with me." 


"But don't you love Yoshida-sempai?" 

When I asked that, Ms. Goto's chopsticks froze and she blinked her eyes 
at me. She then spoke with an indifferent tone. 

"It's because I love him that I think it's pointless to do anything." 

"...Whuuuh?" 

The noise I expelled was_ half-breath, half-word, and entirely 
ridiculous-sounding. 

I had absolutely no idea what she meant; I did know, however, that she 
meant exactly what she said. 

I sat dumbfounded, and Ms. Goto pointed at the bowl before me. 

"You'd better finish eating, or those noodles are gonna be mush." 

"Oh." 

I looked at the bowl she indicated, and the noodles had grown so thick 
and soggy that it seemed like the bowl had gone back to as full as before I'd 
started eating. 

Ms. Goto snickered as I frantically scooped up my chopsticks. 

"You're so cute, Ms. Mishima!" 

Hearing that from Ms. Goto, my eyebrows drew in, and I retorted. 

"And you're so weird, Ms. Goto." 

Her eyes went wide at my sharp remark, then she immediately began 


laughing out loud. 


Chapter 6: Lover 


His chopsticks stopped moving once more. 

Mr. Yoshida had been eating so slowly tonight. 

"Hey." 

"Huh?" 

"I think the ginger-fried pork turned out pretty good tonight." 

"Yeah, it's delicious." 

Mr. Yoshida nodded his head in agreement, then put a bite-sized piece 
of the pork in his mouth. He followed it with a scoop of white rice and began 
chewing. 

While he ate, his eyes were on nothing in particular, aimlessly gazing at 
a spot slightly higher than me. Obviously, something else was on his mind. 

Though I had no idea what might be on his mind, it was rare for him to 
be so distracted during our meals, and it purely consumed my thoughts. 

"Mr. Yoshida." 

"Yeah?" 

"Did something happen at work today?" 

"Uh, what're you talking about?" 

Now Mr. Yoshida's attention was at least focused on me. 

I suppressed the urge to smile. His reaction alone told me that something 


definitely happened at work. 


"You've been out of it ever since you came home. I just thought 
something must've come up." 

"Oh... Do I look that out of 1t?" 

"Yep, pretty bad." 

I gave a deep nod, and Mr. Yoshida scratched the back of his neck while 
his eyes swam about the room in response. 

"Well, I guess you could say something came up." 

"What're you being so vague for?" 

"T just don't think it's that big of a deal, that's all." 

Something was strange about his demeanor. 

His words faltered whenever he was trying to keep something from me, 
or when he hadn't sorted out his feelings, but this didn't feel like one of those 
times. 

To put it plainly, he looked fidgety to me. 

"Uh, what, what is it?" 

Feeling somewhat irritated by his innocent behavior, I prodded him for 
more information. 

He scratched the tip of his nose before answering. 

"It's... Today in the office, we had a transfer come from another 
division." 

"Yeah." 

"And that person... Well..." 

Mr. Yoshida's words faltered for a moment then, and he scratched his 


nose once more. Then, his eyes pointed down at the table, he went on. 


"It was someone I used to date in high school." 

"Uh..." 

An uncontrollable, ridiculous-sounding murmur escaped my lips. 

A person he dated in high school. The words rang hollow in my ears, 
sounding at odds with reality. 

"Her name's Kanda-sempai." 

"Your senior..." 

That must mean she was older than him. He really had a thing for older 
women, even back then. No, that was hardly the point now. The biggest 
surprise was something else entirely. 

"You actually dated someone, Mr. Yoshida..." 

My mouth worked faster than my brain with that remark. Mr. Yoshida 
blinked a number of times, then let out a laugh. 

"Yeah, so what? Is that so weird?" 

"No-no! It's not like that... But, like...I've never heard you talk about any 
dating before." 

It was true. There was nothing so unnatural about him having a lover. In 
fact, I'd find it even stranger if someone as sincere as Mr. Yoshida had never 
had relationship experience. 

But still, even with that in mind... 

There was still some part of me that felt for sure that he must not have 
had that kind of experience in his past. 

I started to imagine all the minute details of the relationship he had with 


this stranger, but then shook my head furiously. 


I then recalled the meal we were sitting at and took up a quick mouthful 
of the ginger-fried pork—it didn't have much flavor. 

I felt oddly restless at that moment. 

"So that's what's got your head in the clouds." 

"Well...I guess so. I don't know, even just running into someone from 
your high school years is an incredible coincidence, but for that person to be 
your ex... It's stunning." 

Mr. Yoshida explained himself in earnest, then took a long sip of his 
miso soup. He was looking off into some far-off place once again; he must be 
lost in recollections of this Ms. Kanda. 

"D-did Ms. Yuzuha say anything?" 

I wanted desperately to derail his thoughts, and so I threw out the first 
question that came to mind. 

"Mishima? Why Mishima?" 

"Don't worry about that. Did she say anything?" 

Mr. Yoshida cocked his head to my question. 

"No, nothing in particular. I didn't even speak with her today, come to 
mention it... Oh, wait." 

He put down his chopsticks with a start. 

"I forgot, she argued with Ms. Goto about something at lunch today." 

"About what?" 

"I'm not really sure, I didn't hear them, but Mishima sounded pretty 
harsh." 


" 1 see." 


I had some guesses. 

I imagined whatever those two talked about had to do with Ms. Kanda's 
appearance. I was not sure why Ms. Yuzuha would lash out at Ms. Goto, but 
they clearly had different philosophies. From all that I'd heard from Mr. 
Yoshida, Ms. Yuzuha wasn't the type that was passionate about her work, so I 
suspected the topic of their conversation probably had something to do with 
Mr. Yoshida. 

"But I don't think it had anything to do with Kanda-sempai. Mishima's 
not the kinda person to get worked up over a new transfer." 

"Right, right..." 

I sent Mr. Yoshida a gently chastising look, to be met with his head 
angled in apparent puzzlement. 

"What?" 

"Nothing." 

She's not worked up over Kanda-sempai, she's worked up over you, I 
wanted to tell him. I didn't think it was my place to do so, however, and for 
another reason, I didn't feel like telling him either. That other reason was 
difficult to put into words. 

For dozens of seconds, perhaps minutes, we sat silently. 

I cast a glance in Mr. Yoshida's direction, and true to form, he absent- 
mindedly continued eating his meal. 

Of course, he was well within his right to spend his time considering 


whatever he wished. Still, it filled me with a deep displeasure to watch him 


daydream about another woman right in front of me; more than displeasure 
even, I felt disheartened. 

"So, this Ms. Kanda..." 

I opened my mouth to once more thrust my presence into his 
consciousness, and he simply turned his eyes my way while continuing to 
work his chopsticks. 

Though catching his attention seemed the right choice, I hadn't thought of 
what to ask him beyond that, and so I worked my lips wordlessly for a 
moment. Then, the question came to me and I quickly vocalized it. 

"I-is she pretty?" 

Mr. Yoshida's brow furrowed at the question. 

"Why do you ask?" 

"Um, I'm just curious." 

I was in fact curious; making that a point of conversation seemed to 
work against me, though. 

Mr. Yoshida scratched the tip of his nose. That gesture alone told me the 
answer before he spoke. 

"Well, she's more than just cute." 

Mr. Yoshida said that much, glanced about, then continued in a whisper. 

"That woman... She's beautiful." 

I felt a slight pain in my heart at the reply. I was not sure why I was so 
reluctant to do it. 


"O-ohhh..." 


I was the one who asked the question, and yet I offered a tepid 
affirmation. I took a sip of my miso soup to buy some time. Even the soup 
tasted thin today. 

"So, Ms. Goto, and now Ms. Kanda... You've got the hots for beautiful 
women, I guess." 

I put on a joking smile with my tease, which earned me a blush from Mr. 
Yoshida. 

"Shut up..." 

That reply brought another stinging sensation to my heart. 

"Wh-what're you getting all shy about? I was just joking..." 

"And why's some brat gotta poke fun at me?" 

"Ahaha, you're right. My bad!" 

I gave an affected cackle, then stood from my seat at the dinner table, 
suddenly feeling restless. 

Mr. Yoshida looked up at me in surprise. 

"What's up?" 

"Just going to the restroom." 

"kay...I'll be here." 

He nodded and looked back down at the table. 

I took a few steps toward the restroom, then turned back. 

"Hey." 

"Yeah?" 

Mr. Yoshida lifted his gaze at my voice again, this time meeting my 


eyes. 


"T'm often..." 

No more words followed. I took notice of Mr. Yoshida's expression. 

I wanted to tell him that I'm often called beautiful, too. I meant to, and I 
was going to; it just felt foolish before the words came out. 

The look he gave me was simply so plain-faced, like a family member 
simply replying mindlessly. 

"Never mind, it's nothing." 

"...Hm?" 

"I-I gotta go." 

"Okay..." 

Watching Mr. Yoshida—clearly puzzled by my behavior—out of the 
corner of my eye, I felt embarrassed and rushed into the restroom. I didn't 
really have to go, so I simply sat on the toilet with the lid down. 

What was it that I wanted to do? 

With the back-and-forth with Mr. Yoshida just before, I'd made things 
awkward, and then I put myself in a miserable mood with my own words. 

"Haaah..." 

I let out a sigh. 

Why am I being stirred up like this? I was confused by my own feelings. 

Of course, even if his past lover showed up, he'd still have his feelings 
for Ms. Goto, and it was not as if he and I were going to be in each other's 
lives much longer. So why was I this concerned? And not just concerned, but 
opposed? 

"...I. don't get it." 


It was something I'd always known, ever since I ran away from home. 
More than anyone else in my life, I couldn't understand myself. 

I breathed another sigh. 

Knowing it was a waste, but also knowing that I couldn't leave without 


flushing, I pulled the toilet lever and let the empty bow! drain. 
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